
PROPHYLACTIC EFFICACY OF BELLADONNA IN SCARLATINA.
To tho Editor of tho Boston Modical and Surgical Journal.

Sir,—The following essay was prepared several months ago, and read
before a small association of medical gentlemen—not expecting it would
ever appear before the public. But being informed of the terrible rav-

ages which this formidable epidemic is now making in some of the neigh-
boring towns, I deemed it a duty to present a few facts, not altogether
new or unknown, but which may have been forgotten or unappreciated,
and which may be rendered available in arresting the progress of this
fearful malady. All ihe originality which I claim in this production, con-
sists in the careful collation of facts. As the subject of this communi-
cation is still a matter for adjudication, 1 thought it proper to present as
great an amount of testimony as I could conveniently condense in so

brief a space. If you deem it worthy of an insertion in your valuable
Journal, you will undoubtedly confer a favor upon that portion of the
medical fraternity wdio may not be in possession of these facts.

Monument, Mass., Feb. 23, 1844. Respectfully,
John Baciieldeb,

History.—The employment of belladonna, as a security against tho
contagion of scarlatina, was first suggested and practised by Huhnemunn,
of Leipsic, Germany—the founder of the homoeopathic doctrine. He
first published his views upon the subject in 1801. For a period of
nineteen years subsequent, no medical writer appeared either for or

against the practice ; during which time, Hahnemann was nearly or quiteits sole defender. In 1820, Dr. Dusterburg, a German, was the next to
call the public attention to this subject.* From this period it has occu-

pied the attention of many of the most eminent physicians of Germany,
who have made trial with the belladonna.f Of ihese, the distinguishedProfessor Hufeland, in a work " On the Preservative Virtue of Bella-
donna against Scarlatina," published at Berlin, in 1826, has collected
thiriy reports from as many German physicians; all of whom have given
their testimony in favor of the preservative agency of belladonna against
scarlatina,.^

» Oooil'a Study of Medicine, Vol. 1I|., p. 20—Oooper'a edition. Madure'* Vuper, Meilieiil Intelli-
gencer, Vol. I., p. 38ti.
t Dr. Tliiclinuil, in Journal of Medicine of I.» Loire Inférieure,
j llufeluuil, in Gazette de Smile, Mara, 182.6,

 The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal as published by 
The New England Journal of Medicine. Downloaded from nejm.org at UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA on September 7, 2012. 

 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. From the NEJM Archive. Copyright © 2010 Massachusetts Medical Society.



In France, it received but little attention until 1835. At this time the
editor of the French journal, "Bulletin Général de Thérapeutique,*" test-
ed ihe belladonna by many trials; the result of which was, he believed
it lo be possessed of the virtue attributed to it by tbe German physicians.
At the same time, twenty-five German physicians were engaged in mak-
ing similar experiments. A more particular notice of these experiments
will he presented.

In Great Britain, no trials were made with ihe belladonna until 1833,
when Maclure, late President of tbe Harveian Society, read before that
Association an able paper, in which he detailed the result of his observa-
tions. Previous to this date, the subject was noticed by only two British
writers—Mr. Samuel Cooper, in his edition of "Good's Study of Medi-
cine," and Professor Thomson, in his " Elements of Materia Medica."f
The paper of Maclure was advocated by the late Sir David Barry, Pro-
fessor A. T. Thomson, Dr. Theopbilus Thomson, and several others
of equal eminence, who took part in the discussion.

In the United States, it has recently engaged tbe attention of several
medical gentlemen, among whom are Professor Dunglison, and other dis-
tinguished medical authors. They report that their success fully equalled
their anticipation, and recommend it as eminently worthy of a trial.J

Testimony in favor of the Prophylactic Efficacy of Belladonna in
Scarlatina.—The number of children treated with belladonna in Ger-
many, who have been reported up to the year 1837. is 2027 ; of whom
only 79 contracted the disease at all. Hufeland and Schenk, two among
the most eminent German physicians, gave it to 515 subjects, of whom only
3 contracted the disease. Cum per bad 2 cases only out of 84 ; Berndt,
14 of 195 ; Behr, 6 of 47 ; Velsin, 13 of 247. The cases of Mur-
beck and Dusterburg are not mentioned. All of these experiments were
made in the midst of more or less violent epidemics. Murbeck used the
belladonna constantly for seven years, always with ihe best success, with-
out a single instance of exception. Dr. Dusterburg, of Warburg, expe-
rienced such uninterrupted success with it during three consecutive epi-
demics, that he considered its prophylactic efficacy equal to vaccine virus
in smallpox. As an example of the observaiions by which he came to
this conclusion, I will notice one circumstance. During an epidemic he
selected, out of each family under treatment, one child, to whom bella-
donna was not given. All the children thus excepted were affected by
the contagion. Dr. Velsin, of Clives, stales, that out of 247 persons to
whom he administered the belladonna, only 13 contracted the disease,
viz.—4 children who used it for several weeks irregularly, 1 child who
took it 14 days, another 8 days, and 7 only 48 hours. He also
mentions a father, who was with his sick child only a few minutes, and
contracted a severe form of the disease ; while all ihe other members of
the family, consisting of his wife and several children, from four years to
three weeks of age, and under the most favorable circumstances for be-

• Juin 30, 1837.
t Maclure** Paper.
; Medical Intelligencer, Vol,]., p. 386.
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coming affected by the contagion, by the use of belladonna escaped ; al-
though they were with the patient day and night, in a small, ill-ventilat-
ed apartment. His final conclusions are—1st. Belladonna is a preserva-
tive against scarlatina, in a great majority of cases. 2d. The disease is
milder in those who have used it. 3d. When administered in doses
pointed out, it is not attended with danger.* Dr. Dusterburg testifies,
that no children to whom he gave this medicine a week were attacked by
the disease, though constantly exposed. He also affirms, that every
child, who was exposed to the contagion, under his observation, and who
did not take belladonna, was attacked by the disease.f Dr. Wagner, in
the " Journal des Progrés Sciences Médicales," Vol. I., p. 242, states,
that during an epidemic, of those who took belladonna he lost only
1 in 70 ; of those who did not take the medicine, he lost 1 in 3. He
says, farther, whole villages in Germany were preserved from the disease,
by taking belladonna, while it was raging around them. Dr. Randhaken,
Physician to the Orphan Hospital of Langendorf, saved 160 children,
who were exposed to the contagion.J Dr. Berndt, of Custrim, states,
that out of 195 cases of children who took belladonna, only 14 were
infected. All were freely exposed to the contagion. And, afterwards,
when he used a stronger preparation, all escaped; while all connected
with families, where the disease existed, who did not use ihe belladonna,
were attacked. Koreff, of Berlin, remarks, if belladonna be taken in
proper doses, for eight or nine days before exposure, the persons taking it
are safe. All the testimony we have thus far adduced, in relation to this
medicine, is from the reports of German physicians.
In France, the edilor of " Bulletin Général de Thérapeutique " men-

tions a boarding school, in which an epidemic had appeared. Of the
pupils, none, however exposed to the disease, contracted it, who had
made use of belladonna ; while it generally attacked all others exposed
to it.§ Every physician knows the difficulty of staying a contagious epi-
demic at such a place. M. Martini, in a paper published in the second
volume of the "Revue Médicale," p. 371, avows his belief in its favor.
M. lbralisle, physician of Metz, in a paper published in the "Bulletin
de la Société d'Emulation," for April, 1823, p. 201, says, he has seen 12
children preserved by belladonna, who resided in the midst of 206, who
were attacked. In the " Compte rendu des traveaux de la Société des
Sciences Médicales du Department de la Moselle," by M. Scoutetten,
published at Metz, in 1830, it is stated by M. Fristo, of Scierck, in an

epidemic of December, 1828, and January, 1829, the mortality was very
great ; 83 out of 100 dying. The extract of belladonna was given to
22 persons, who resided and slept wilh the affected patients. All of
them completely escaped. Four children, residing in two affected houses,
used not the belladonna. In one of these houses, three children took
the medicine. These three escaped ; while the first-mentioned four were

« rtulli'.tin General de Thérapeutique, No. 12, Juin 30,1837. Medical Intelligencer, Vul. I., p. .145.
t Hufeluild'i Journal der Praotlicher Heilkunde, 1820. (Epidemie of Guuemlcp, 1820.)Í lir. A. T. Tlionison'* Element* pf Materia Medien.
I No. 12, Juin 30, 1837. Medical Intelligencer, Vol. J., p. 345.
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attacked. All were equally exposed. The same writer asserts, he could
cite many more examples of a similar result. He now constantly carries
the medicine with him, being assured he can always arrest the epidemic.
Since he has made universal use of it, up to the date of the paper (Jan.23, 1829), he had but one case of scarlatina ; and that through fault of
its parents, who refused their child the medicine.

In England, Maclure, in a paper, to which allusion has already been
made, gives, somewhat in detail, the result of his observations and experi-
ence. On the 4th of July, 1833, he visited a lady, laboring under a malig-
nant form of scarlet fever. She was attended, during the whole of her
sickness, by her mother, nurse, and three maids (five in all) ; none of them
had ever had ihe scarlet fever. All the other members of the family
were sent from home, except the father and hired servants ; who all re-
mained below, and never entered the sick chamber. All these escaped
the contagion. Belladonna was taken by two of the attending maids.
These two completely escaped ; although they were constant attendants
at the bed-side. Tbe hired nurse, a stout, healthy woman, 30 years of
age, refused to make use of ihe medicine ; and was, in a few days, at-
tacked with ihe diseuse, and sent to the Hospital. The mother, between
50 and 60 years of age, also declined the use of it, trusting to her age
for security ; and on the 9th day of her daughter's illness, was herself
attacked. The other maid took the medicine only occasionally. She
was seized with symptoms of scarlet fever in a mild form ; but no erup-
tion appeared, desquamation slight, recovery rapid. The summary of
these cases is this :—1st. The mother and sick nurse, who took no bella-
donna, both took the disease, one severely. 2d. The maid, who took
the belladonna partially, was only partially protected. 3d. The other
two maids, who took the belladonna regularly from the beginning, com-
pletely escaped.

In the United States, this article is now employed by many physicians,
during the course of the disease ; which is supposed to moderate its se-

verity.* But it is spoken of favorably ¡is a prophylactic by some.f
None, in tbe United States, who profess to have any practical knowledge
of its virtue in this respect, speak unfavorably of it.

Contrary Testimony.—Professor Lichtenstadt, of Berlin, declares, he
made trial with the belladonna, but without any satisfactory result as to
its efficacy.J As this is the only instance on record, so far as I know, of
a result of this kind, may not the failure in this instance be attributable
to an inferior article, or some other incidental cause? In this country,doubts respecting its preventive power have been entertained by some,
who have used it merely during the course of the disease. Dr. Gilbert,
in the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal for May, 1842, entertains
the highest opinion of belladonna during the course of scarlet fever,
he having used it for 15 years; though he does not attach to it prophy-
* Medical Intelligencer, Vol. I., p. 38C. II.u Medical and Surgical Journal, June, 1839; Mayand July, 1842.
I Medical Intelligoiicer, Vol. I., p. 38G.
,' Hosier, Mcdieul and Surgical Journal, May, 1836.
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lactic power. Its most prominent qualities, he says, entitle it to be termed
diaphoretic, diuretic, and a controller of nervous irritability, for which
it has a hjgh reputation. He says, that scarlet fever attacks those of the
most lively temperament ; in which cases the whole nervous organism is
intensely sensitive; and he concludes, that the whole disease is inflamma-
tion of the small vessels of the whole system, concentrated about the
throat, and that the effectual treatment consists in moderating the mor-
bid sensibility of the nervous system. He commences treatment with
bloodletting at the commencement, of febrile reaction; and then relies
entirely upon small, but frequent, doses of belladonna. Some physicians
attempt to explain tbe apparent efficacy of belladonna as a prophylactic,
by denying the contagion of the disease ; and thus supposing that its in-
vasion depends entirely upon the different degrees of susceptibility. In
this way, Dr. Hunt, of Danvers, Mass., and Dr. Comstock, of Lebanon,
Conn., correspondents of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal,* at-
tempt an explanation. But they seem not to have been acquainted with
the facts just adduced. This explanation cannot be made available in
the experiments of the German physicians. No other names have I
found subscribed to similar opinions.

Modus Opcrandi.— It is believed, by some, in order to exert ils pro-
phylactic power, belladonna must produce the usual effects attributed to
it, to a certain extent ; such as dilatation of the pupils, colic, diarrhoea,
perspiration, diuresis, or giddiness.f But such persons speak not from
actual observation. It is asserted by all who have made trial, that no
such effects ever need be induced. Others suppose it to produce an

eruptive disease, similar or analogous to scarlet fever.J The eruption is
not always apparent, but this does not prove that the internal and more

susceptible capillary vessels may not be in an analogous state, as is the
case in other eruptive diseases. This was the opinion of Dr. A. T.
Thomson, of England,^ who observed that it always had this effect,
when its beneficial operation in hooping cough was realized ; in which
disease, it was a favorite remedy with Dr. Thomson. But this effect has
been mentioned by no German physician, except Huhnomann ; nor have
I seen any other physician's name subscribed to this opinion. Hahne-
mann supposed that scarlatina was either prevented or moderated by the
use of belladonna, by inducing a similar disease, like kine pox, on the
nervous system.|| But this does not necessarily suppose an eruption,
or anything of the kind ; only the existence of an eruption was occa-

sionally observed by Halmemann. Murbeck supposes that belladonna
destroys the susceptibility to contract the disease, just as vaccine virus in
smallpox; with this différence, the latter secures a permanent immunity
from the disease, and the former only a transient.^ To this opinion
Hufeland subscribes. Maclure attributes its effects to its influence on

the nervous system, diminishing or destroying its susceptibility to the
* Muy mu! July, 1839.
t Dictionnaire Universel de Materia Medica. Madure'« Paper.
t l'roii'SMir Tliuinnon, íu hl» Elementa of Muteria Medica. $• Ibid.
y, Onlted States Dispensatory.
f ¡iiíüviin. GtüieruJ de TUeraj>uiill<jiie, No. 13, Juin 30, 1837.
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contagious effluvia. With such or similar opinions, in regard to its mode
of operation, the expressed sentiments of most physicians agree ; while
Dr. Comsiock, of Connecticut, perhaps the only one in this country who
has adopted a different theory, explains its mode of operation ("if," says
he, " it has any virtue at all ") by ihe maxim, " Whilst two poisonswrestle, we may live." But he prefers the flowers of sulphur, as a bet-
ter established prophylactic*

Mode of Administering.—Hahnemann, on homoeopathic principles,
gave forty drops in seventy-two hours, of a solution, of which one dropcontained no more than the twenty millionth part of a grain of the ex-
tract.f The German physicians, who next followed him, practising
somewhat on the same principle, gave one grain divided into 771
parts, after being mixed with powdered liquorice, one part, a dose
for an adult, niglit and morning.% Korcff, of Berlin, dissolved three
grains of the extract in one ounce of cinnamon water. Dose—from two
to three drops to children 1 year old ; and one drop added to the dose for
every year of age. This also is the formula of the Edinburgh Medical
and Surgical Journal ; adding, that "In general no apparent effect is
produced by it; sometimes, however, it produces an eruption like that
of scarlatina. It renders the attack more mild, if it does not preventthe disease ; and if taken four or five days before exposure, the disease
never proves fatal." The French journal, Bulletin Général de Théra-
peutique, Juin 30, 1837, has the three following formula :—Take of the
recently-prepared extract of belladonna, three grains ; dissolve it in one
ounce of cinnamon water, and add fifteen drops of alcohol. Eight drops
to be taken morning and evening, according to the age, for a month.
Maximum dose for an adult, fifteen drops. Formula of Murbeck :—Take
of the recently-prepared extract of belladonna, two grains ; fennel wa-
ter, one ounce. Dissolve. Dose—to children, from 1 to 10 years of
age, one to five drops, four times a day ; above 10 years of age,six to ten drops. He also gave the medicine during the disease, till
desquamation commenced. Formula of Dusterburg :—Take of extract
of belladonna, three grains. Dissolve in three ounces of cinnamon or
canella water. Dose, from ten to twenty drops, according to age, twice
a day. Formula of Vclsin :—Take of extract of belladonna, two grains ;
distilled water, two ounces ; alcohol, two drachms. Dose, five to ten,
fifteen and twenty drops, according to age, twice a day. Formula oi
M. Martini:—Take of extract of belladonna, two grains; dissolve
in two ounces of water ; add a little alcohol. Dose, fifteen to twentydrops daily—no danger attending its use. Formula of Madure :—Take
of extract of belladonna, eight grains ; dissolve in one ounce of dill water.
Dose, twenty drops every night. This, I believe, is the maximum dose
on record, given as a prophylactic ; yet, in ibis case, it produces no appa-
rent effect whatever. Formula of Dr. Comsiock (given by him only
during the course of the disease) r-^Take of powdered leaves of bella-

* Hosten Medical and Surgical Journal, Vol. XX., p. 203.t Ebcrle's Practice, 2d edition, Vol. I., p. 482.
} Edinburgh Medical and Surgical Journal, January, 1825.
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donna, one grain; powdered liquorice, sixteen grains; divide into eight
equal parts—one part for a dose.*

In addition to the above statements, I may be permitted to notice
briefly the result of my own observations respecting the use of this reme-

dy. While a student of medicine, in a manufacturing village (in New
Hampshire), a terrible epidemic of scarlatina invaded the place, and some
of the neighboring villages and towns. The disease was generally sud-
den in its invasion, rapid in its course, and fatal in its event. While it
was spreading gloom and terror by the fatal ravages which it was making
among the children in these places, it occurred to my respected instrucier
to make trial with the belladonna, as a prophylactic. He made the first
experiment upon his own person, to observe the effects of a very large
dose, constantly and regularly repealed. Observing no other apparent
effect, than dryness of ihe fauces, and hoarseness of voice, upon first
awaking in the morning, which symptoms generally disappeared immedi-
ately alter the morning meal, he next gave it to his three children—the
oldest being 5 years of age, the youngest I year. The formula, which
he employed in this instance, and in all subsequent cases, was that recom-
mended and employed by KorefF, as given above ; viz., ihree grains to
the ounce. Dose, two to three drops to children 1 year old ; and one

drop added to the dose for every year of age—twice a day. Ob-
serving no ill effects in his own children, he recommended and prescribed
it to others. Soon, almost every child in the village was taking bella-
donna. Some of these children were attacked with scarlatina ; but
among those who look the medicine regularly, and in proper doses, for a
week preceding the attack, the disease in no instance proved fatal, or
even severe, hut was invariably of the mildest type. In fact, not one

fatal case occurred among those who took belladonna regularly or ir-
regularly. I will be a little more particular. There were about 150
children in the village and its immediate vicinity. Nearly all of these
took more or less of the belladonna. Out of this number, there were

perhaps 25 who were attacked with the disease—not including the nu-

merous and severe cases which occurred before the use of belladonna.
Of this number, there were not more than 5 severely attacked ; and
there is no reason to believe that the belladonna was taken as it ought
to be by any one of these five. In the outskirts of the town, and in the
neighboring towns, where the belladonna was not used, the fatality during
this period was as great as it ever had been.

Belladonna was also used by the same medical gentleman during the
course of the disease.f And, although many cases, in which it was thus
used, were evidently of the most malignant type—no belladonna having
been taken previous lo the attack—yet all, without a single exception, to
whom belladonna was given, eventually recovered. Cases of this de-
scription were quite numerous, occurring in every part of the town, ex-
cepting the village. And there is not the least reason to suppose, that all
• Bo«ton Medical and Surgical Journal, Vol. XX., p. fl03.
f It was generally used in the same manner, as when given as a prophylactic. Dut when the

Hympiom* were very urgent the dono was repeated, in some instance», every two hours for a day
or Uva,
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of these would have recovered without the belladonna. This success
cannot be attributed to the general course of treatment ; for this was

essentially ihe same in all cases, both previous and subsequent to the em-

ployment of belladonna. Neither can it be attributed, fairly, to the less
falal tendency of the disease ; for the fatality was not at all diminished in
the immediate neighborhood.

Such are the facts respecting this important medicine. And without
adding any farther observations of my own, 1 would respectfully submit
them.

APOLOGY FOR BECOMING A HOM\l=OE\OPATHIC DOCTOR.
[Communicated for the Boston Medical anil Surgical Journal.J

As many members of the medical profession appear to be mystified by
the sudden conversion of physicians into homoeopathists, for their enlight-
enment it may be worth while to suggest a few reasons, which, being
duly considered, may serve to explain the phenomenon. And this may
be done without claiming any concession which would imply that " the
new art of healing" is in its alleged principles either rational or true;
much less that their infinitesimal doses can by possibility produce any
appreciable effect upon any organ or tissue of the living body. Indeed
it cannot be expected that such concession will be made by scientific and
practical physicians, for such men everywhere concur in estimating the
theory as a fanciful conceit, and its practice a metaphysical experiment;
the effects of the medicated sugar pellets, when any are discoverable, be-
ing produced wholly through the imagination. Our apology, therefore,
for avowing conversion to homceopathia, and professing to practise it, will
do no violence to the settled convictions of our professional brethren', but
only prove that there are still weighty considerations In favor of our
course, founded upon existing "facts." A few of these will now be re-

spectfully submitted to the readers of the Journal.
1. It is a " fact," that chronic diseases are much more numerous than

acute diseases, so that the former will be admitted to furnish the profes-
sion, everywhere, with their most profitable patient?, both from the pro-
tracted nature of such cases, and their being numerically four-fold or even

ten-fold greater. Now in reasoning upon ibis " fact," suppose it be ad-
mitted that all the acute cases of disease are beyond the reach of homoe-
opathy, and given over to the " regular physicians ;" is it not plain that a

monopoly of the chronic cases is by far the better inheritance ?
2. It is a " fact," that a vast proportion of chronic, cases are not only

incurable, organic lesions having occurred, but they admit of no medica-
tion without positive injury. Nevertheless, these cases are very often
free from danger, no structure essential to life being impaired ; and such
patients last the year round, or from year to year, if they can be amused
and employed all the while, in what is called " expectant treatment."
In the " regular practice," these innumerable patients are rendered un-

productive by frankly telling them that suitable regimen without medicine
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